All families need both formal and informal supports throughout their life course. Parents relationships with their children need to be promoted, supported and maintained. For parents living with their children and acting as their primary carer this role, while fulfilling is filled with challenges. At particular points in time and for a variety of reasons parents to be supported in carrying out this role striving towards healthy family functioning. For parents where there are additional stressors associated with their relationship with their children the impact of this can be significant and far reaching for all involved. Incarcerated mothers and their children face particular difficulties in maintaining their relationships and for mothers to 'perform' a mothering role. Throughout the stages of childhood, family breakdown and separation from their mother is a traumatic experience for children. This paper considers the current provision within the Irish Prison System for supporting incarcerated mothers in their efforts to maintain relationships with their children and wider family members and highlights the deficits within this. This paper argues the case for reviving the role of supportive social work practitioners to work alongside incarcerated mothers in an effort to retain and realise their parental rights and duties and to maintain relationships with their children.
Introduction
The very nature of imprisonment is containment and loss of liberty, but this does not strip people of their basic rights (Herrick, 2009; ICCL/IPS, 2012) . Incarcerated mothers in the majority of instances therefore retain their parental rights, her children retain their rights and the family unit retains its right to a family life. This paper considers if these rights are realised in practice. In Ireland, this task is primarily managed by national legislation and policy and is influenced by European and International human rights and best practice treaties. In 2014, the Irish Government acknowledged the need for gender specific responses to female offenders which resulted in the recent debates on non-custodial sentences being enforced.
However, there are significant gaps in supportive services for mothers and children affected by incarceration due to the lack of a social work role within the Irish Prison System. This paper explores the needs of incarcerated mothers in Ireland with regard to their familial relationships and the need for a supportive practitioner role within the prison system.
Mothers, their Children and Imprisonment
The Irish Constitution (1937) , a fundamental instrument for the protection of rights and the basis for all legislation outlines the family in Article 41.1 as one of the most significant and protected institutions and highlights its role as a key influence and provider of welfare. Within this is a recognition of a woman's life and role within the home and that a mother is not obliged to work outside of the home for fear of neglecting such duties, thus providing an ideological representation of Irish motherhood. In cases where parents fail in parental duties Article 42 provides that the State will then consume this role (O'Malley, 2013; Baldwin, O'Malley & Galway, 2015; Mangan-Ryan, 2014) . Furthermore, the right to family life as outlined in Article 8 of the European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR, 2010) remains protected for prisoners. Donson & Parkes (2012) highlight how the European Court on Human Rights has ruled on many occasions the right to family is a key provision to prisoner visitation rights, obligating States to assist prisoners in maintaining contact with their families. While Article 8 applies to adults and children alike, cases are predominately considered from a prisoner rights perspective and the rights of the child to family life and visitation are rarely considered (Ibid). In response children's rights (UNCRC, 1989 ) discourse relating to the incarceration of a primary carer, which is a mother in the vast majority of cases, has become very topical. Martyn (2012) and Mangan-Ryan (2014) highlight children's 'right to regular contact' in order to 'maintain personal relations and direct contact with parents on a regular basis' (Article 9, UNCRC), as a supportive argument for child-to-parent prison visitation arrangements. Furthermore, the 'best interest principle' (Article 3) and 'the right of the child to express his or her own views in matters affecting them ' (Article 12) are equally paramount in ensuring visits occur as appropriate, are not detrimental to the welfare of the child, or are against the child's personal wishes. Ensuring such rights also promotes and supports visitation where they may not have otherwise happened. Indeed, Donson & Parkes (2012) draw attention to the Courts obligation to consider the 'best interest principle' (Article 3) to facilitate the child's right 'to express their views' and give such views paramount consideration (Article 12) among other rights, during the sentencing process considering the substantial instant and long-term impact of parental incarceration (particularly of imprisoned mothers) on dependent children (Balwdin, 2015; Minson, 2015) .
Ryan-Mangan (2014) delve deeper into Article 3 (UNCRC), the 'best interest principle', which incorporates that children 'should be afforded 'such protection and care as is necessary for his or her well-being '' (p.9) and further substantiates this position with various other European and national legislation and policy, in particular the Child Care Act (1991) and Children First: National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children (DYCA, 2011) (discussed further below). Marytn (2012) and Ryan-Mangan (2014) refer to the 'non-discrimination principle' (Article 2, UNCRC) asserting children of prisoners have the right not to be discriminated against on the basis of their parent's activities.
What is not really explored in any depth, even though it is one of the four principles of the UNCRC, is the child's right to life, survival and of particular focus here, 'development' (Article 6). The UNCRC recognises that for a child to reach the 'full and harmonious development' of their personality, they 'should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding ' (p. 5) . 'Parental responsibilities' (Article 18) stipulates the parent's responsibility for the 'upbringing and development of the child', obligating State Parties to develop institutions, facilities and services to assist parents and legal guardians in these responsibilities; it from this child's right framework in addition to the aforementioned arguments, that a case for the social work role in prison is outlined below. Furthermore, the current National Policy Framework for children and young people, 'Better Outcomes Brighter Futures (2014 -2020 ' highlights five national outcomes for all children and young people in Ireland to achieve (DCYA, 2014, p.xiv) . In an effort to ensure that these outcomes are achieved the framework identifies underpinning goals which include supporting parents, listening to children and young people, intervening early when there are difficulties and preventing difficulties arising in the first instance (p. 24). The policy document champions a family oriented approach to meeting children's needs with an acknowledgement of the diversity of children's experiences and a need to achieve greater social inclusion. It specifically highlights the need to ensure adequate access by children to an imprisoned parent, in a child friendly setting and affirms a statutory commitment to this (p.82).
Context
In 2014, there were 13,408 persons sent to prison (a 2.7% increase from 2013), of those 19.1% were female (compared to 17.8% in 2013) (IPS, 2013a, p.1; IPS, 2014, p.1) . The percentage of women being sent to prison has continued to rise. Between 2001 and 2014 female committals increased more than 177% from 923 to 2,561 (IPS, 2008, p. 17; IPS, 2014) . In Ireland, imprisonment is used more than community based sanctions at a rate of two to one. This is not the case elsewhere; in Northern Ireland for example the use of imprisonment compared to community sanction is practically on par (Carr, 2016) . In reality there could be many reasons for this as Judges are awarded vast discretion in the Irish judicial system, certainly Riordan (2009) did find Judges do not consider community sanctions equal to that of a custodial sentence (in O'Hara & Rogan, 2015, p. 27-28) . In 2014, while women accounted for nearly one fifth of the total committals into Irish prisons the average number incarcerated on any one day was 150 (IPS, 2014).
Women account for 3.8% of the entire prison population, slightly lower than the European average of 4.5 -5% (Reilly, 2011, p. 4) . Ireland is the fourth highest in Europe in the rate it sends people to prison, and is the second highest in Europe in the rate it releases people from prison (O'Keeffe, 2013) . Also of note is the reason for committal, for example, in 2009 82% of female committals were for non-violent crimes (IPRT, 2011, p. 4 (Geiran, 2012) . The Probation Service is a single national agency, with community based offices, as well as in all fourteen prisons. In 2005, 'welfare' was dropped from the name of the agency in order to provide greater clarity and understanding regarding its core business. Currently, the probation services work in the main with prisoners who will be under their supervision when they leave prison. The role of probation involves advising and assisting prisoners with issues which have led to their offending behaviour and principally in coping with the impact of imprisonment. There is a strong focus on reducing reoffending and assisting with their resettlement within the community (Geiran, 2012) .
Maintaining family relationships
The view that parents and family are the most important people in children's lives and a fundamental influence on their overall wellbeing is widely accepted (Featherstone, 2004; Lalor et al., 2007; Sheppard, 2009; Munro, 2011) . As Sheppard points out, the importance of parents to child development is sufficiently obvious that it is practically axiomatic (2009, p.1427) . Expanding on this point, Connolly (2004) suggests that good outcomes are achieved through positive parenting, a stable environment, a stable family life, strong family and kin relationships, community involvement and supportive networks (p.1).
The welfare of a child depends on the capacity of the family to meet those needs, and a large body of research highlights the role of parents and family in promoting children's healthy development and wellbeing into adulthood (Fahlberg, 1981; Jack, 2000; Families Matter, 2009; Munro, 2011) .
However, in certain circumstances and for a myriad of reasons, some families' capacity to provide for, and care for their children can be reduced or compromised, and as a result they require support and assistance in carrying out this fundamental function. Where a family unit temporarily breaks down or a parent is unable to care for her children the need to support parents in the rearing of their children is well documented (Gardner, 2003; Families Matter, 2009 ). For children of incarcerated mothers there is an obvious need to support children in efforts to understand their situation and to support and encourage the mother-child relationship. However, in reality much more visitation, contact arrangements and facilities are provided for within the prison campus and through 'access out' family visits for mothers attempting to maintain contact with their children (O'Malley and Devaney, 2015) . It must be noted though that all advancements for children and families which operate within a prison is subject to the practicing Governor in that prison at that time.
Consequently, what is available in one prison may not be available in another. Gender specific initiatives for women at the Dóchas Centre, being the only female concentrated prison population, is progressive in providing for facilities for women and their children (Ibid). However, women in Limerick who are consumed by a male orientation and majority population do not receive the same support in this regard.
Reasons for this include that the prison is managed by men for men, with a relatively small focus on the needs of the minority female population, indeed the structure of the building does not facilitate babies or children staying with their mother (Judge Reilly, 2011a; Judge Reilly, 2011b 
The Immerging Shift in Policy and Practice
In-depth discussion on the need for radical change in managing women engaged in the criminal justice system has taken shape over the past decade. A key feature of this discussion has been the call for an Report. This development has not been met without some counter-argument. For example, Conservative MP Mr Philip Davis, recently argued that to achieve real equality in fact more women should be sent to prison. His argument hinged on the crime committed, and did not account for aggravating or mitigating factors, the fact that prisons for the most part were not built with women in mind, nor did it consider the rights of the child (Stone, 2015).
The ongoing debate that custodial sentences must be reserved only for women convicted of serious and violent offenders is based on a number of points; woman's distinct needs are neglected within the male oriented prison system, for the vast majority the nature and range of offences pose little risk to the public, and the collateral damage experienced by children when a mother is incarcerated as opposed to a father raises genuine mitigating factors and children's rights concerns (IPS/PS, 2014, p. 4; Baldwin, 2015; Minson, 2015; Minson, 2014; Donson & Parkes, 2012; Donson, 2016) . This debate has merit. Supporting women and families through community based alternatives as opposed to disrupting attachments through incarceration is proven to reduce recidivism (O 'Neill, 2011; Kubiak, Kasiborski, & Schmittel, 2010 
A case for social work to fill the 'welfare gap' in prison based probation services
Over the last 30 years, prison based probation service has developed a strong professional identity within the criminal justice system (Cotter & Halton, 2015, p. 184) and there are clear efforts by the Irish Prison System and probation to work alongside other criminal justice service providers. The traditional social work ethos upon which the probation and welfare service was founded has been somewhat sacrificed;
indeed the term 'welfare' in the probation and welfare service has been dropped; The Probation Service is now the official title for the service (Probation, 2007) . When one considers that social work values such as help, welfare and care are difficult to measure, evidenced based practice and value for money is prioritised and quantifiable risk assessment instruments now permeate practice (Cotter and Halton, 2015, p. 182) . This shift from welfare and care to risk and control has meant a reduction in a probation officer's discretionary time involved in supportive direct work with offenders (Probation Service, 2007; Cotter and Halton, 2015) . The creation of an effective working relationship between the parent and the practitioner is a critical ingredient in effectively supporting mothers and children (Baldwin, 2015; Munford and Sanders, 2003) . The relationship is where the work takes place, and where change can be attempted, and the helping alliance which is forged is critical in the change process (Ibid, 2006) . Research has indicated that parents appreciate a relationship with workers which is based on honesty and kindness, and where they are prepared to go the 'extra mile' for them (Mc Curdy and Jones, 2000; Dale, 2004; Munro, 2011) . and Equality, 2014, p. 64) . Therefore, not all female prisoners receive probation services, and this is where the lack of 'welfare' and gaps in service provision become apparent with a concern that women and mothers presenting with complex needs within the criminal justice system are not getting the supports they need. Research does highlight that in the absence of clear policy for supporting the mother child relationship, the 'good will' of practitioners cannot be underestimated. Nonetheless, a female prisoner in the Dóchas Centre summarises their experience; 'We have a probation officer here but the service is 'snowed under' with court reports, community return etc. They cannot support us 100 per cent when it comes to our children' ('Gaby', 2015) .
The case for social work within the female prison system is important for supporting and advocating for the rights and needs of incarcerated women, and recognises that many women in As previously mentioned, the welfare aspect to probation practice can clearly be associated with its social work origins, indeed most probation officers are professionally qualified social workers (PS, 2007) . In an attempt to maintain the welfare premise within practice, although it could be argued from the periphery, 
Conclusion
To conclude, the loss of liberty is a sufficient punishment for those sentenced to prison for committing a crime. Furthermore, being found guilty of a crime does is not synonymous with being a bad parent Indeed, at the same time carefully and effectively meeting the needs of children requires recognition and understanding (Baldwin, 2015) . As highlighted by Stevenson (2007) , the general theme of partnership with parents is 'wholly admirable' in its desire to work with, rather than against parents, and to reduce the imbalance of power between parents and professionals. Currently, the probation service plays an important statutory role but only provides interventions for prisoners subject to a post-release 
